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Plato they never understood, and scarcely tried to
understand; but Aristotle speedily created an enthu-
siasm among the Persian converts to Islam which
was fraught with the most momentous results for the
Mohammadan religion. The immediate effect of the
study of Aristotle's logical writings was the founda-
tion of schools of Freethinkers. Of these the school
of the Mo'tezilis was the most important. They were
what may be called the Broad Church of Islam. They
repudiated the realistic ideas about the Deity which
were rife among other Muslims; denied predestination
and asserted the doctrine of individual responsibility ;
and scouted the legends of a sensual paradise and
of bodily punishments in hell. Armed with all the
resources of practised dialecticians, the Mo'tezilis soon
found themselves triumphant. The orthodox divines,
unskilled in debate, and able to substantiate their
opinions only by vain appeals to Surah and Sunnah,
were utterly worsted in their encounters with the
Broad Church, and eventually declined to discuss
matters of faith altogether. Orthodoxy seemed about
to be exterminated, at least among the educated
classes, and free-thought (of an exceedingly moderate
and reasonable kind, be it said) appeared everywhere
victorious,

It was at this crisis that El-Ash'ary arose, a prophet
in Basra. Born in the two hundred and sixtieth year
of the Flight, of an old Arab stock, he was brought
up in the strictest orthodoxy; and, as a natural result,
on arriving at years of discretion he found the
trammels of his childhood's faith too narrow for en-